Herpes encephalitis. Rapid diagnosis and treatment with antiviral drugs.
The use of specific IgM antibodies and direct electron-microscopic examination of brain biopsies or vesicle fluid was tested as means of raped diagnosis in 6 cases of herpes simplex encephalitis seen consecutively in Montreal. In 2 of 3 biopsies herpes viruses were seen by negative staining of a cell extract within 1 hr. In the negative case, the biopsy was done almost 1 month after onset. In 2 additional cases herpes virus particles were found directly in the fluid of isolated vesicles. In the last 2 cases, who survived, the diagnosis of herpes encephalitis rested upon the demonstration of a greater than 4-fold rise in complement fixing herpes simplex virus antibodies in convalescent sera and upon the appearance late in the course of the encephalitis of specific antibodies in the cerebrospinal fluid. The early appearance of specific IgM antibodies contributed to the diagnosis in 4 of the 6 cases. Antiviral therapy was attempted in alternate cases (3 cases) but was not successful. Brain biopsy is rarely performed for diagnostic purposes but when prompt antiviral therapy is contemplated, the examination of the biopsy material for herpes virus particles by electron microscopy in negative staining and thin sections can rapidly and reliably confirm the diagnosis.